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ABSTRACT 



This paper discusses sources specific to Jewish genealogical 
research and shows how the collection resources of the Israel Genealogical 
Society (IGS) library have exemplified this. The paper begins with a 
description of basic genealogical sources available at public, state, and 
university libraries. Examples of sources unique to Jewish genealogical 
research are then listed, including Yizkor books, Rabbinical dynastic 
literature, Holocaust lists and literature, Jewish reference books, journals 
of various Jewish Genealogical Societies, and the Jewish Genealogical 
Discussion list. Historical background on the IGS is provided, and the IGS 
collection is described, including specialized software and information 
source files, audiovisual materials, and periodicals. Appendices include: (1) 

a list of Jewish genealogical research World Wide Web sites, (2) a subject 
index of the IGS genealogical library, including headings for general works, 
family names, place names, and periodicals; (3) the cover page of the IGS ' s 
journal "Sharsharet Hadorot" ; and (4) a selected bibliography of research 
sources relating to Jewish genealogical research, including 25 books and 
articles, six periodicals, four discussion groups, and five videos. (MES) 
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Genealogical research is as old as the study of man. The Bible offers us an 
excellent example of recording the family tree in a format accessible to all. As 
there has not been any updates recently, we are today concerned with the 
researching of family histories of the more recent past. 

Genealogical research techniques and sources are neutral as to religions, cultures 
and nationalities. They include family interviews, oral history, personal papers 
and official documentation including birth, death, census, citizenship and tax 
records. This paper is devoted to the sources specific to Jewish genealogical 
research and how the collection resources of the IGS library have exemplified 
this. It is appropriate that we present it here in Israel whose language is that of 
the Bible which is a source for Jewish genealogical research. 

Genealogical libraries originated as part of the local collections of public 
libraries. Many of the reference queries revolve around family histories and 
items of local interest. The collections include clippings, monographic material, 
newspapers, maps and photographs. These collections have evolved into History 
and Genealogy Sections of public and state libraries. Many collections are 
available at web sites. In addition, Judaic collections at university libraries have 
offered another avenue for research. A sampling of the research material 
exhibited on these web sites reveal a basic core of sources. They include: 
newspapers, vital records, indices of county, state and national records, 
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handbooks and guides, censuses, passenger lists and indices, cemetery records, 
telephone directories, family histories/trees, periodicals, atlases and online 
access to the genealogical resources of the LDS church. 

All of these are basic to Jewish genealogical research but examples of unique 
sources would include Yizkor books 1 , Rabbinical dynastic literature, Holocaust 
lists and literature including Yad Vashem's Pages of Testimony database 2 . There 
are specifically Jewish reference books such as atlases, biographical dictionaries, 
encyclopedia, newsletters and the journals of the various Jewish Genealogical 
Societies around the world. Last but not least is the Jewish Genealogical 
Discussion list (JewishGen) that is an online umbrella organization that includes 
in its web site information files, databases, archives etc. Without stretching the 
imagination too much it can be designated as an online Jewish genealogy library 
of enormous utility and comprehensiveness. 

The Israel Genealogy Society was established in 1984 as a result of informal 
meetings of like-minded researchers of Jewish family history. It immediately 
issued a bilingual newsletter (Hebrew and English). This has turned into a 
scholarly journal called "Sharsheret Hadorot" which roughly translates as 
"Generations". The Society has had monthly meetings that consisted of lectures 
on genealogical topics. These lectures were published in the Society's periodical. 
The index for the first 13 volumes was developed from an UNESCO software 
program and is an excellent bibliographic source. It is a classified list by subject, 
family names, place names in addition to the standard classification. This 
periodical along with the small collection of newspaper clippings, family trees 
and books that were donated to the Society, became the nucleus of a special 
library devoted to Jewish genealogy. 

The Society's beginnings were coincided with the rise in popularity of 
genealogical research in general and Jewish genealogical researches in 
particular. This latter development was due to the following factors: the opening 
up of the Eastern European countries to the West with the ensuing access to 
archives, the renewed interest in the Holocaust and the subsequent suits for 
compensation from the Axis countries. These included insurance claims, forced 
labor payments and stolen property claims both private and communal. " 4 " 
Documentation became increasingly important and access to names, and places 
were essential. The technological advances, which included the fax, Internet and 
ease of travel, were welcomed accompaniments to family research. 

In Israel where there was an ingathering of Jews from around the world, 
associations were formed based on the city or town of origin 3 . Newsletters, 
pamphlets and occasional monographic materials were issued and archives 
established. An example is the Archives of the Jews of Lithuania located in Tel 
Aviv. Newspapers written in Yiddish, Ladino and other languages in the 
Diaspora continued publication in Israel. In the early years of the state, they're 
more than 35 newspapers being printed in as many languages. As you can see, 
these newspapers represent an important Jewish genealogical source. The 
Associations developed archives of varying sizes, some of which were 
incorporated into larger research institutes 4 . In addition to these "landsman" 
archives, there are municipal, governmental and burial society records, which 
provide primary documentation for researchers. Public libraries in Israel have 
had an interesting history, first in the British mandate period and then later after 
the state were established 5 . In addition to these sources there are the oral history 
projects connected with the Institute for Contemporary Jewry at the Hebrew 
University on Mt. Scopus, Jerusalem. The Jewish National and University 
Library (JNUL) is a depository library which receives two copies of everything 
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published in Israel and in addition has an acquisition policy of obtaining books 
and periodicals of Jewish interest from world wide sources. 

Why the need for a specialized Jewish genealogical library with all these sources 
available in the neighborhood so to speak? This paper hopes to answer that 
question. 

Before the technological revolution made data accessible with the flick of a 
double click and while the country was developing; there was not the leisure 
time to visit all these sources. Some of these sources were not cataloged and 
classified completely, since there was not a pool of professional librarians and 
archivists or the means to pay them. Individuals tended to collect their own 
documentation that could contain vital records, clippings, photos, family trees, 
books, ephemera, maps, and periodicals. Family trees were produced by hand, 
some in a graphic format, others in book form. The survivors of the towns in 
East Europe whose Jewish populations were decimated if not completely 
destroyed during World War II wrote Yizkor books. Family societies were 
created such as the Jaffe, Horowitz, and Saltiel family organizations. Other 
examples include the Corcos and Toledano families from Spain as well as those 
families from Egypt, Greece and North Africa. There is documentation of these 
families in our library. Family reunions were instituted both here and abroad. 
Newsletters and other items were produced as a result of these developments. 

Not all of this material was obtainable at the libraries, institutes and archives 
mentioned above, so de facto the IGS Library was formed. The Library was 
begun before the vast amounts of computerized data was available online. This 
latter development has added exponentially to the value of this genealogical 
collection. 

The founders of the IGS, which is a strictly volunteer organization, attracted 
people with various interests and abilities. One of them was Reuven Naftali, who 
devised a software program which could provide computer generated lists 
organized by the categorization system described above**. The material also 
includes information source files developed especially by Mr. Naftali. They 
include the following types of research material: articles, clippings, documents, 
and addresses of contacts. These are arranged by country or SIG (Special Interest 
Group). This sub-collection has an archival flavor by including data wherever 
possible on archives. This is a heavily used resource. 

The software is a simple one not having the capacity provide a keyword search. 
A classification scheme such as LC or Dewey hasn't been decided upon and the 
various schemes developed for Judaic collections is not entirely suitable for 
genealogical research that extends into many subject areas i.e., geography, law, 
governmental records of various kinds. 

The collection currently has more than 400 items. Audio-visual materials consist 
of audiotapes of genealogical conferences and videocassettes on various subjects 
relating to Jewish genealogy. Because of the voluntary nature of the Society and 
the budgetary restrictions, our acquisitions policy is based on obtaining 
resources through gifts and purchases when attending genealogical conferences 
abroad or travelling to archives. The members of the Society can borrow the 
material and the two volunteer librarians, Mr. Naftali and myself will respond to 
queries by the membership. 

The collection of periodicals is a specialized one being based on an exchange 
program with Jewish genealogical societies worldwide. Additionally we have 
bulletins, newsletters from museums, institutes as well as guides that are 
published periodically by the various archives. Currently, we have close to 100 




2/12/01 4:47 PM 



